“Natural” traditions: Constructing tropical architecture in transnational Malaysia and Singapore by Chang, Jiat-Hwee
“Natural” Traditions:
Constructing Tropical Architecture in Transnational Malaysia and Singapore
JIAT-HWEE CHANG
University of California at Berkeley
SYNOPSIS
This paper seeks to understand the resurgence of tropical architecture in Malaysia and Singa-
pore by examining the discursive constructions and practices of tropical architecture in Malay-
sia and Singapore during the 1980s-1990s. Although tropical architecture is often hailed as 
“natural,” I argue in this paper that “nature” is inextricably also “political” in its entanglement 
with the larger politics of globalization, postcolonial development and cultural identity. The 
arguments in this paper are made through a close study of three built exemplars of tropical 
architecture in Malaysia– The Datai Resort, The Tanjong Jara Hotel, and The Salinger House. 
The Resurgence of Tropical 
Architecture
The 1980s saw a resurgence of tropical architecture 
in Malaysia and Singapore’s architectural discourses. 
From key regional academic publications such as Tay 
Kheng Soon’s Megacity in the Tropics (1989) and Ken 
Yeang’s  Tropical Urban Regionalism (1987) to popular 
picture books such as Robert Powell’s Tropical Asian 
House (1996) and Tan Hock Beng’s Tropical Architec-
ture and Interiors (1994), numerous publications 
propagated tropical architecture and urbanism. This 
resurgence of tropical architecture came after decades 
of invisibility, when it hardly featured in architectural 
discourses.  The last time tropical architecture featured 
prominently in architectural discourse in Malaysia and 
Singapore was in the 1950s and 1960s, during the pe-
riod of decolonization and nation-building. Tropical 
architecture then referred to the International Style 
modern tropical architecture, as popularized in Max-
well Fry’s and Jane Drew’s  seminal book Tropical Ar-
chitecture in the Humid Zone (1956). Modern tropical 
architecture was preceded by Colonial tropical archi-
tecture, as exemplified by the British Colonial Bunga-
low in India. There exists the notion that “tropical 
architecture” was a colonial invention1  and one may 
argue that the resurgence of tropical architecture in 
the 1980s would inevitably be entangled with this colo-
nial and neo-colonial history of  tropical architecture 
but that is  not within the scope of  this paper. 2 The re-
cent resurgence of tropical architecture brought about 
diverging tendencies  in architectural designs, from 
ecological tropical architecture to neo-traditional 
tropical architecture to modern tropical architecture, 3 
and became a highly contested domain;4  one of the 
perceptible differences with its modern and colonial 
predecessors is the emergence of a type of architecture 
that appears traditional. This type of architecture ap-
pears  to be traditional because it bears certain formal 
resemblances to traditional vernacular architecture and 
it is often constructed out of similar local construction 
material such as tropical hardwood employing tradi-
tional building crafts. However, this type of architec-
ture that resembles traditional architecture needs to be 
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differentiated from the traditional architecture in that 
they are produced in contemporary conditions under 
current social, cultural, political and economic con-
texts. Moreover,  the contemporary architect chooses 
to produce this type of architecture as  a conscious de-
cision, selecting from a wide array of aesthetic choices 
presented to him. This emergence of  an architecture 
that appears traditional is especially apparent if we look 
at the award winners of Aga Khan Award for Architec-
ture (AKAA) in Malaysia.  Three of the four AKAA 
winners in Malaysia – Tanjong Jara Hotel and Rantau 
Abang Visitors’ Center, Salinger Residence, and Datai 
Resort – fall under this category of tropical architec-
ture. Interestingly,  although these three AKAA win-
ners appear traditional, their referents are not explic-
itly any type of particular traditional architecture per 
se, despite apparently bearing certain formal resem-
blance to particular traditional architecture.  Instead, 
they are considered primarily as tropical architecture, 
with the referent being directed towards the primacy of 
tropical “nature” with the associated abstract notions 
such as environment, climate and ecology.
What led to the resurgence of tropical architecture in 
Malaysia and Singapore during the 1980s? Why was 
“nature” valorized and reference to specific “tradition” 
suppressed in this recent resurgence of tropical archi-
tecture? What are the larger socio-cultural, political 
and economic contexts underlying the production of 
the type of tropical architecture that appears tradi-
tional? What are the repercussions of this type of ar-
chitecture and how could it be understood in relation 
to its predecessor of modern tropical architecture? I 
attempt to answer the above questions by examining 
the global, regional and national architectural dis-
courses surrounding the production of tropical archi-
tecture in the 1980s, focusing specifically on dis-
courses produced by institutions such as AKAA, Ma-
laysia and Singapore Institutes of  Architects.  I situate 
this resurgence of tropical architecture in relation to 
the complex interactions (entailing confluence,  confla-
tion, disjunction and contradiction) within and be-
tween the following themes:
• Architecture and the politics of development: 
AKAA is an enterprise that seeks to promote alter-
native paradigms of development in response to the 
perceived failure (by the developing countries  in 
general and the Islamic countries in particular) of 
the hegemonic Eurocentric paradigm of develop-
ment. Intrinsic to this enterprise is the quest for 
alternatives to International Style modern architec-
ture, which is synonymous with failed development. 
This AKAA-initiated quest for alternatives reclaimed 
“traditional” architecture and reconstituted it as 
both “natural” and “sensuous,” contributing to the 
resurgence of tropical architecture that appears tra-
ditional in Malaysia and Singapore. Tanjong Jara 
Hotel and Datai Resorts will be used as case studies 
to illustrate the issues raised in this section. 
• Globalization and the politics of architectural 
identity:  Appearing traditional is a way of articulat-
ing architectural identity through the assertion of 
difference in the purported homogeneity of the 
globalized world.  It was an outcome of the negotia-
tions and contestations between Malaysia’s state 
imposition of ethno-religious symbols in architec-
ture as “visible politics,” the local architectural fra-
ternity’s assertion of  the profession’s creative 
autonomy, and their appropriation of the discourses 
of critical regionalism (disseminating from the West 
and through AKAA) and Austronesian regionalism 
(as revealed by linguistic and archaeological research 
into the prehistory of Southeast Asia).  The discus-
sion in this section will be illuminated by the case 
study of Salinger Residence. 
I will argue that both “nature” and “tradition” are 
valorized in the resurgence of tropical architecture and 
deployed for an array of purposes within the above-
mentioned themes– to validate and revive subjugated 
traditional architecture in the quest for alternative 
paradigms of development; to deflect the questions of 
problematic traditions in a multicultural, multiracial 
nation; to unify diverse traditions in a vaguely defined 
region;  and to differentiate and thematize places in 
order to encourage new modes of consumption. How-
ever, despite all these different strategies of deploying 
“nature” and “tradition” by different agents, they are, 
inevitably, also very much structured by the hegemonic 
logic of capital accumulation. Instead of understanding 
“nature” and “tradition” as timeless and immutable 
entities, I argue that “nature” and “tradition” are con-
tinuously constructed and re-constructed, valued and 
de-valued according to the various strategies outlined 
above, and complicit with the capitalist modes of pro-
duction and reproduction. 
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Natural Nature: Tropical Architecture 
and Constructing Nature
In many discourses, tropical architecture tends to be 
presented as “natural,” or as self-evident for the “na-
ture” of the tropics. As Jimmy C. S. Lim, the architect 
of the Salinger Residence and one of the foremost 
practitioners of tropical architecture in Malaysia, puts 
it:
We have plenty of sun, so I keep the sun out. We 
have a lot of rain, so I attempt to keep the rain out. 
We need a lot of shade, so I provide it by having a 
lot of trees. With a lot of leaves we should not have 
any gutters as blocked gutters are useless. Because 
we are living in a hot climate, we should have cross 
ventilation and as much space as we can.5 
But what is “nature” and when is it “natural?” Donna 
Haraway reminds us that “nature cannot pre-exist its 
construction.” Instead of assuming “nature” to be self-
apparent, many scholars have posited “nature” as a 
situated knowledge,6 one that is materially constructed 
and socially produced. However, one needs to qualify 
that by saying, that “nature” is constructed and pro-
duced does not equate to some kind of ontological 
relativism or saying that “nature” is untrue because 
one is not free to construct nature in any manner one 
wishes. Rather, understanding “nature” as construc-
tion(s) will lead us to ask: who speaks about which as-
pect(s) of “nature” for what purpose(s)?
What is the nature of “nature?” Raymond Williams 
notes that “nature is perhaps the most complex word in 
the language.”7  Williams distinguishes three specific 
intertwined meanings of the word:8 
a) The ontological essence or essential quality of 
something
b) The inherent force which either directs the 
world or human being or both 
c) The external material world itself
In Lim’s statement about “tropical architecture” 
cited above,  the assumptions are that the ontological 
essence of architecture is to provide shelter against the 
elements of “nature” (in the sense of meaning a) there-
fore tropical architecture is the “natural” response in 
that it is shaped by both the inherent force (in the sense 
of meaning b) of tropical “nature” (heat, humidity and 
heavy rainfall) and the external material world (the flora 
and fauna) of tropical “nature” (in the sense of  mean-
ing c). The three inter-related meanings of “nature” 
are collapsed in Lim’s statement about tropical archi-
tecture, justifying the underlying ideology of environ-
mental determinism. What is interesting about such an 
ideological statement lies as  much in what is left un-
spoken as what is said. 
Interestingly, such a “naturalization” of tropical ar-
chitecture has a colonial precedent. When the concept 
of tropical architecture was first invented and pre-
sented in a paper to the Royal Institute of British Archi-
tects in 1868, the author of the paper T. Roger Smith 
rationalized the built form of British India Colonial 
bungalow as determined by the responses to the harsh 
Indian climate.9  Under Smith’s environmentally de-
terministic formulation, the significance of the domi-
nance of the colonizers and their socio-cultural prac-
tices in producing the bungalow was concealed. As 
Anthony King noted:
The anodyne phrase “tropical architecture” masks a 
cluster of controversial facts. Its emergence as a 
sphere of (European) knowledge marks the expan-
sion of Europe into areas where Europeans had not 
previously lived. It elides or skims over the fact 
that “tropical architecture” was for people of alien 
cultures exercising colonial power. The application 
of its principles, whether concerning design, con-
struction, materials, sanitation, lay-out or technol-
ogy, first to colonial and then to “native” popula-
tions was inseparable from the total economic, 
social and political restructuring of the culture be-
ing controlled.10
In the discourse of colonial tropical architecture, 
nature, in this case climate, was given primacy in the 
determination of architectural forms and mobilized to 
“naturalize” colonization and conceal the unsavory 
aspects of colonialism. 
Besides masking controversial fact in the process of 
naturalization, what is left unspoken in the construc-
tion of nature could also be located in what is  deemed 
“unnatural.” As David Demeritt noted, “these interre-
lated meanings of ‘nature’ depend upon linguistic (and 
conceptual) oppositions [my emphasis] to that which is 
said to be cultural, artificial, or otherwise human in 
origin... Since the cultural references by which what is 
not nature and the natural are defined change over 
space and time, so too must ideas of what nature is.”11 
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Developing Traditions: “Unnatural” 
Development and AKAA’s “Natural” 
Traditions
“We were gifted with the word liberty, but were 
made slaves.”12 
-AKAA conference participant from India
For countries from the developing world, questions 
surrounding development are important issues in the 
production of  architecture. In these countries, AKAA 
is  an important institution because, unlike other archi-
tectural awards such as the Pritzker Prize, AKAA is not 
just concerned with architecture as an autonomous 
discipline and architectural excellence per se but also 
gives due consideration to the larger questions of de-
velopment. AKAA, a triennial award, was established 
in 1977 to “address contemporary issues [of develop-
ment] and sustain a dialogue with the best Islamic ar-
chitectural achievements of the past.”13 The late seven-
ties was a time when the Eurocentric paradigm of  de-
velopment with the West as the singular measure was 
being interrogated.14  Under the Eurocentric paradigm 
of development, the non-West was regarded as back-
ward and underdeveloped with the perpetual need to 
“catch-up” in order to achieve emancipation from pov-
erty and attain “progress.” Although development was 
premised upon the promise that “things are getting 
better all the time,” its prolonged failure to deliver led 
instead to the perception that the paradigm of devel-
opment was producing and sustaining the underdevel-
opment of the “Third World.” Hence, development 
theories and the underlying Eurocentric modernist 
discursive formations were seen as a form of neo-
colonial geopolitics that enabled the continual hegem-
ony of the West through the use of “developmental 
language of emancipation to create systems of power in 
a modernized world.”15 
In the discourses of  AKAA, the spread and dissemi-
nation of the architectural aesthetics of the Interna-
tional Style from the West to the developing world was 
interpreted as being complicit with neo-colonial pro-
ject of development. The architectural aesthetics of  
International Style, produced under specific industrial 
conditions in the West that were lacking in the devel-
oping world,  was seen as  legitimizing the concomitant 
importation of modern (Western) building construc-
tion technology and industrialized building materials 
by the developing countries under the guise of “pro-
gress.” The spread and dissemination of International 
Style was seen as precipitating the developing coun-
tries’ reliance on foreign professional building 
expertise.16 As such, deeply entrenched ideologies in 
modern architectural aesthetics and paradigms in ar-
chitectural development only contributed to the perva-
sive underdevelopment of local building expertise,  
local building industry and local resource base in most 
of the developing world. The perceived failure of the 
development paradigm brought about widespread re-
evaluation and revival of that which has previously been 
rendered regressive (by the supposedly progressive 
International Style) and repressed- traditional architec-
tural forms,  techniques and practices. AKAA plays a 
pivotal role in this reevaluation and revival of tradi-
tional architecture of the developing world. This larger 
concern with issues of development explains why the 
title of the magazine that AKAA publishes is called 
Mimar: Architecture in Development,17  why various 
Kampung (which is the Indonesian equivalent for vil-
lage) Improvement Projects in Indonesia were awarded 
AKAA despite the “absence of notable physical archi-
tectural achievement;”18  and why Soedijatmoko, a de-
velopment specialist, was appointed as the chairman of 
the Master Jury for the third cycle of AKAA (1983-
1986). 
Issues of development are deeply entwined with 
questions of modernity and inevitably, one of the re-
curring themes in AKAA’s discourse is  that of  “the 
dichotomy between ‘modernity’ (al-hadatha) and ‘tra-
dition’ (al-turath).”19  With the “chaotic and unsettling 
present”20  in much of the developing world, which is 
largely attributed to the failed attempts at development 
and modernization, it is  perhaps not surprising that 
AKAA turned away from a future-oriented notion of 
progress implicit in development and became inclined 
towards privileging the traditions of the historical past. 
Hence, one of AKAA’s stated objectives is  to “re-
awaken the cultural consciousness of Muslims and to 
sensitize those who would build in the Muslim world to 
the unique heritage of Muslim art and architecture”21  
by reclaiming traditions that are on the verge of vanish-
ing. This is evident when one examines the list of 
AKAA award winners, where approximately half of the 
76 winners (until 2001) are either heritage conserva-
tion projects or projects related to (re)interpretation 
and continuation of traditional building typologies, 
crafts and materials.22 Another important indication is 
“Natural” Traditions: Constructing Tropical Architecture
4 EXPLORATIONS a graduate student journal of southeast asian studies
that two of the three recipients of the prestigious 
Chairman’s award, presented to an individual architect 
in recognition of his/her lifetime achievement,  are 
exponents of “neo-traditional” architecture– Hassan 
Fathy (1980) and Geoffrey Bawa (2001). Hassan Fathy 
was awarded to promote the architect’s role as a “de-
coder of a past legacy” and in recognition of the impor-
tance of “learning from vernacular architecture.”23  
Geoffrey Bawa was credited with “raising both the for-
mal and popular indigenous traditions from the de-
graded status assigned to them in the colonial era.”24  
With these awards, AKAA “was recognized as champi-
oning indigenous architecture.”25  The extent of 
AKAA’s reverence for tradition was such that it was 
accused of having “a romantic bias towards traditional-
ism, historicism and the vernacular”26 by a dissenting 
member of the grand jury. 
The justification for the “bias” is that traditional 
architecture is perceived to be in harmony with nature 
through place-specific design that is shaped by the 
intrinsic forces of the environment and utilizes local 
crafts and resources,  while the International Style 
modern architecture uses modern technology that 
dominates over nature and brings about homogenized 
condition of placelessness and alienation by disturbing 
the supposed harmony between man and nature.27 
Hence, it is not surprising that “traditional” and “ver-
nacular” are used in interchangeable manners whereby 
traditional is equated with that which is  indigenous to 
the region while the vernacular architecture is assumed 
to be traditional and timeless. This romantic view of 
traditional architecture is evident in Hassan Fathy’s 
remark:
Before the advent of the industrial era and mecha-
nization, man depended on natural sources of en-
ergy and available local materials in forming his 
habitat according to his physiological needs. Over 
many centuries, people everywhere appear to have 
learned to interact with their climate. Climate 
shapes the rhythm of their lives as well as their 
habitat and clothes. Thus they built houses that are 
more or less satisfactory at providing them with the 
microclimate that they need.28
Such a formulation is not dissimilar to the environ-
mentalists’ criticism of the techno-centricity and the 
domination over nature of modern industrialization, 
and their harking back to pre-industrial ideas about 
nature and man’s  harmonious relationship with nature 
through the reiteration of “demised” non-Western 
traditions.29  This alignment between the traditional 
and the natural/ecological is noted and celebrated by 
Charles Correa:
If we look at all the fashionable concerns of envi-
ronmentalists today: balanced eco-systems, recy-
cling of waste products, appropriate life-styles, 
indigenous technology, etc., we find that people in 
the Third World already have it all.30 [my empha-
sis]
In contrast to “unnatural” development and modern 
architecture that alienates man from his “natural” envi-
ronment, traditional architecture is constructed as 
“natural” in that it returns man to his pre-industrial 
ontological essence of “dwelling” in harmony with 
nature. Compared to the “sterile” environment of the 
technocentric International Style modern architecture 
that supposedly impoverished the senses, traditional 
architecture in harmony with nature would apparently 
accentuate the sensorial experience of living in har-
mony with tropical nature creating “a heady cocktail of 
hedonistic delights, a kaleidoscope of emotions.”31 
Tanjong Jara Hotel and Rantau Abang 
Visitor Center
Tanjong Jara Hotel and Rantau Abang Visitor Center 
(Figure 1), completed in 1980 and awarded AKAA in 
1983 during the second three-year-cycle of the award, 
is  the earliest of the three case studies  to be awarded 
the AKAA award. The complex32 is the first major tour-
ist facility in the underdeveloped east coast of peninsu-
lar Malaysia, which has “lagged behind in Malaysia’s 
drive for modernization.”33 The complex was originally 
proposed in a 1971 tourism study commissioned by the 
Tourism Development Corporation of the Malaysian 
Government to transform the “culturally rich and 
physically beautiful but economically depressed east 
coast of Malaysia”34  into a major tourist destination, 
providing an impetus to economic development in the 
region (Figure 2). The complex was planned to be sited 
in the State of Trengganu, specifically the Dungan area 
because an iron mine that was the traditional job pro-
vider there had closed and new employment opportuni-
ties were desperately needed there.35
In the AKAA Master Jury’s citation, the architect and 
the developer of the complex were hailed for their 
“courage to search out and successfully adapt and de-
velop an otherwise rapidly disappearing traditional 
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architecture and craft” and that “the project has re-
vived a number of building-material industries,  crafts, 
and traditional constructional skills” producing “an 
architecture that is in keeping with traditional values 
and aesthetics, and of an excellence that matches the 
best surviving examples.”36  The complex was also 
commended for not just only pursuing economic de-
velopment but for following the “broader strategy for 
the development of local architecture and the 
economy.”37 
The design for Tanjong Jara Hotel follows AKAA’s 
ideological alignment of “tradition” and “nature.” 
Together with Peter Muller’s works in Bali38 and Geof-
frey Bawa’s works in Sri  Lanka, Tanjong Jara Hotel is 
one of the earliest neo-traditional resorts/hotels in the 
region.  It represents a new typology of boutique hotel 
that seeks to avoid the environmental and socio-
cultural problems brought about by earlier tourism 
boom and hotel constructions39 by proclaiming to be 
more sensitive to the ecologies of the natural environ-
ment and socio-cultural context. Tanjong Jara Hotel 
was designed by the Hawaiian architectural firm of 
Wimberley, Whisenand, Alison, Tong and Goo 
(WWATG)40  based on the design brief of creating a 
project that would appear as “a natural, inevitable 
outgrowth of local elements– the land, sea,  mountains 
and people who live and work there and their existing 
art and architecture.”41  Prior to commissioning 
WWATG in 1976, a modernist design scheme by Ar-
chitects Team 342 was rejected because the modernist 
design “did not reflect anything Malaysian”43  and was 
not sensitive to the fragile natural ecology of the site.
In search of  the elusive “natural Malayness” desired 
by the developer, Tourism Development Corporation 
of Malaysia, WWATG researched extensively on tradi-
tional architecture of the east coast states of  Malaysia 
and chose the traditional timber architecture of the 
Istana, royal palace of Malay Sultans, as the inspiration 
for their design. However, there were no discussions 
on the spatial structure of the buildings or the patterns 
and symbolism of the timber carvings, from which the 
inspirations would be drawn. Instead, the focus was on 
(re)presenting the “traditional” architecture as “natu-
ral,” on how the Istana “blends in with the local envi-
ronment and is ideally suited to local weather 
conditions.”44  The architectural features  of the Istana, 
such as the porous walls, “open-sided rooms, lattice 
soffits,  steep pitched roof with gable grilles”45  are ra-
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Left: Figure 1. Tanjong Jara Hotel exterior view: coconut trees, white sandy beach, drift log and “traditional” timber houses. 
(Source: Mimar). Right: Figure 2. Tourism Development Concept Map of Malaysia (Source: AKAA Technical Review)
tionalized as environmental features that facilitate 
natural ventilation and help in achieving thermal com-
fort in the hot and humid tropics. Accordingly, it was 
claimed that these environmental features would elimi-
nate the need for air-conditioning and achieve substan-
tial savings in construction cost and energy consump-
tion. The environmental performance of the “tradi-
tional” architecture was  presented in contrast to the 
energy profligacy of the modern building, which “often 
seems an aberration in the environment.”46
Another feature of  “traditional” architecture– that of 
being elevated on stilts– was used for Rantau Abang 
Visitor Center (RAVC) so as to minimize disturbance 
to the ecologically sensitive ground on the site. The 
beach at the site was one of the few remaining breeding 
grounds in the world for leather-back turtles, a species 
that that is facing the threats of extinction. Hence, 
“traditional” architecture is not only “natural” in its 
appropriateness to the climatic conditions of  the trop-
ics but also the fragile ecological conditions of  the site. 
Moreover, for Tanjong Jara Hotel, drawing inspiration 
from Istana and incorporating “traditional” architec-
tural elements entailed the use of local materials,  such 
as the tropical hard and softwoods chengal, kapor and 
nyatoh; hand-made red Trengganu tiles kilned in 
nearby villages; and the employment of local timber 
craftsman to produce “authentic” traditional wood-
carvings. According to the architects, to which the 
Master Jury of AKAA concurred, such utilization of 
“traditional methods in a honorable 
way” will help the local to preserve 
their heritage and prevent them 
from “losing their ‘roots.’”47  The 
“traditional” architecture of Tan-
jong Jara Hotel was thus not only 
“natural” in the environmental and 
ecological sense, but also in the 
social and cultural sense. 
With traditions “naturalized,” the 
architects were able to exercise 
their creativity to “mix-and-match” 
different “traditions” to achieve the 
desired effects for a “resort of in-
ternational standards.”48 The gran-
deur of the architecture of Istana 
was combined with the “causal 
rambling” layout of a “Trengganu 
fishing village” to produce “pictur-
esque vistas” that avoided any sense of 
“monolithicness.”49 (Figure 3) Such a historical and 
socio-cultural incongruity of combining the royalty of 
the palatial architecture of the Istana, built for the Sul-
tan (a ruler of Malay state), with the laity of the archi-
tecture of the kampung (village), built for the Sultan’s 
subject, could only be realized in a contemporary con-
text, where the social hierarchy between the rulers and 
his subjects could be disregarded. In place of the feudal 
order,  new social differentiation is  defined according 
to different consumption capacities– whether one 
could afford to stay at Tanjong Jara Hotel and enjoy the 
“unmistakably Malay” blend of grandeur and pictur-
esque (starting at US$200 a night for a basic room).50 
However, instead of  an “unmistakably Malay” authen-
ticity, Tanjong Jara Hotel is, what Jean Baudrillard 
calls, a simulation of hyperreal “traditions,” one which 
supplants the origin.51
Datai Resort
Datai Resort (Figure 4) was completed in 1993 and 
awarded AKAA in 2001 during the eighth cycle of the 
award. Datai resort is built on Peninsular Malaysia’s 
West Coast island of Pulau Langkawi.  The Malaysian 
Government has been developing tourism on this heav-
ily wooded and sparsely populated island that pos-
sesses “some of the country’s finest coastal scenery”52  
since the 1980s. Datai Resort, completed in 1993, is  
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Figure 3. 
Site Plan of 
Tanjong Jara 
Hotel (Source: 
AKAA 
Technical 
Review)
located in an undeveloped part of the island, on a frag-
ile coastal ecological site,  at the intersection of the 
rainforest with the sea, encompassing highly sensitive 
eco-systems. The design of Datai Resort attempts to 
address the ecological and socio-cultural contexts in a 
sensitive manner. The Singapore-based Australian 
architect, Kerry Hill, who was involved in the master-
planning and the selection of the site from the onset, 
chose to locate the resort away from the sea to mini-
mize visual disturbance to waterfront view. By situating 
the building away from the waterfront, Hill claimed 
that “the impact on a very fragile ecosystem containing 
swamps, freshwater streams,  flora and fauna immedi-
ately adjacent to the beach has been minimised.”53 The 
resort was instead sited behind, on a ridge that de-
scends through a steep slope to the waterfront. The 
visual bulk of the building was reduced through break-
ing down the massing of the resort into smaller build-
ings and distributing these buildings across the site in a 
manner that reduced tree felling.  With the assistance 
of the consultants from the Forest Research Institute of 
Malaysia, measures  taken to minimize disturbance to 
the surrounding rainforest included the provision of 
recycling plants,  localized soak pits and septic tanks 
that allow filtered seepage of water back into the forest. 
Moreover, the resort bored its own wells and harvests 
some rainwater for its own water supply and efforts 
were taken to allow the original catchments  and flow 
patterns to be maintained by minimizing disruption on 
the local topography and storm-water drainage system. 
In the felling of the trees, trained elephants rather than 
bulldozers were used because they could penetrate the 
forest with minimum damage. After the felling of the 
trees, the ‘festering wound’ effect created by the expo-
sure of the perimeter species to harmful ultraviolet rays 
was mitigated by careful replanting.54  To further en-
hance what the architect considered as “communion 
with nature,”55  trees felled during the clearing of the 
rainforest were reused. Some of  the “tree trunks [were] 
left in their original form, with only the rough edges 
finished, so the visitors could experience the colon-
naded area as extensions of the forest.”56 (Figure 5) 
Besides local timber, the other main construction ma-
terial, granite, was also quarried locally on the island. 
Timber and granite were left to weather and age natu-
rally and leave behind the patina of age. After the resort 
was opened,  its  operation included an education pro-
gram where an in-house horticulturalist takes guest on 
tours to see the local flora and fauna. This activity is 
supplemented by resort-sponsored publications to 
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Left: Figure 4. 
Datai Resort in 
the middle of a 
tropical 
rainforest. 
(Source: 
Frampton, 
Correa and 
Robson eds., 
Modernity and 
Community)
 
Right: Figure 5. 
Some of the 
felled tree 
trunks were left 
in their original 
form giving the 
impression that 
the 
colonnaded 
area was an 
extension of 
the forest 
(Source: 
Architect’s 
submission to 
AKAA)
educate the occupants about the diversity and richness 
of plants and wildlife in the forest. The resort even 
sponsors an experiment to compare the productivity of 
forest with agricultural land and “[t]he hotel and its 
horticulturalist are confident they will prove that tropi-
cal forest can be as productive in economic terms as 
agricultural land.”57
The alternative mode of development pursued in 
Datai Resort,  just as the case of Tanjong Jara Hotel, 
could be seen as adopting the ideology of “sustainable 
development,” as popularized by the 1987 Brundtland 
Report Our Common Future.58 “Sustainable develop-
ment” is an approach where previously irreconcilable 
dichotomies of economic growth (which would domi-
nate over nature and exploit nature as resources) and 
the protection of the environment (which would thwart 
economic development) could be reconciled. The rec-
onciliation could supposedly be achieved through the 
management of global environmental problems at a 
planetary scale. However, without any significant ad-
justments to the market systems, “the management of 
nature [would only] entails its capitalization, its treat-
ment as commodity.”59  Is “sustainable development” 
not another guise under which the capitalist logic of 
developmentalism is reproduced?60  Hence,  it is per-
haps not surprising that the resorts are designed first 
and foremost as “marketable products” central to 
which is  the production of  “exotic nature,” for the 
consumption of “rich tourists  from all over the 
world.”61 Even Kenneth Frampton has to confess that 
the Datai  is but “a hedonistic complex catering to the 
high end of the elite global market.”62 Moreover, some 
facets of  these developments were suppressed in order 
to present an image of environmentally friendliness. 
For example, the environmental impact of the con-
struction of a 30km access road through the forest in 
the development of Datai and the provision of an 18-
hole Championship golf course as part of the recrea-
tional facilities  of the Resort were not taken into ac-
count when claiming that the Datai Resort is  a sustain-
able development. 
Besides presenting environmental and ecological 
sensitivity, the Datai resort was presented as a unique 
sensorial experience. In the words of the architect:
We believe that hotels play a social role in which 
they offer a range of guest experience that tran-
scends the norm of everyday life and hence, 
through a sequence of unfolding spatial experi-
ences, the design of Datai seeks to promote a jour-
ney of discovery and ultimately, a sense of 
occasion.63
Raul Mehrotra, the technical reviewer of Datai for 
AKAA and himself  a renown architect in India, com-
mented, “users enjoy not only a great sense of cere-
mony– like transversing a large stage set– but also 
well-lit and ventilated spaces.”64  As a commentator 
noted,  “good design may be capable of eliciting strong 
emotional reactions”65  and in the case of  the Datai  
Resort, good design is indeed mobilized to create an 
illusory sense of occasion for the consumption of those 
who could afford it. 
Both Tanjong Jara Hotel and Datai  Resort are very 
successful resorts commercially. Datai especially has 
garnered an impressive list of 17 international awards.66 
The “naturalization” of traditions of Tanjong Jara Ho-
tel and the heightening of sensorial experiences in 
Datai should not be understood outside the logic of 
product differentiation for “niche marketing” in a 
highly segmented tourism market (Figure 6). Even 
though AKAA considered them as more sensitive 
modes of alternative development attentive to local 
socio-cultural practices and the environmental implica-
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Figure 6. 
An 
advertisement 
of the original 
Tanjong Jara 
Hotel (Source: 
Mimar)
tions, nowadays often couched in the language of sus-
tainability, it should also be noted that these new 
modes of development are still primarily aligned to the 
logic of  capital accumulation. Both Tanjong Jara Hotel 
and Datai  Resort are in fact, what Ellen Dunham-Jones 
theorized elsewhere as, highly customized architec-
tural products in post-fordist mode of production.67 
Traditions and nature, instead of being “preserved” as 
constructed by the AKAA discourse, are being rarified 
and commodified as symbolic capital.68 When tropical 
sensuality “infiltrates the intellect of the tropics and 
influence reasoning,” instead of producing new eman-
cipatory subjectivity as envisioned by Stagno’s formu-
lation of “I feel, therefore I am;”69 it produces the de-
lusory sense of subjectivity of “I consume, therefore I 
am.” As Arjun Appadurai puts it: 
These images of agency are increasingly distortions 
of a world of merchandising so subtle that the con-
sumer is increasingly helped to believe that he or 
she is an actor, where in fact he or she is at best a 
chooser.70
(Re)locating Malaysia’s Architectural 
Traditions: Regionalism and “Multi-
cultural” Nature as Alibi for 
Problematic National Traditions
A key impetus behind the resurgence of tropical 
architecture in the 1980s was the state-initiated search 
for Malaysian architectural identity at that time. In 
1981, there was a Seminar on National Identity in Art 
and Architecture, organized by the Ministry of Culture, 
Youth and Sports71 where the politicians made an offi-
cial call for a Malaysian identity in architecture. The 
seminar was followed by a series of articles  addressing 
the question of a Malaysian identity in architecture in 
Majallah Akitek,72  public seminars such as the first 
“PAM Annual Discourse on Design”73  organized by 
the Pertubuhan Akitek Malaysia (PAM) in 1983, the 
Malaysia Institute of Architects,  and the 1983 AKAA 
regional seminar on “Architecture and Identity”74  co-
organized by AKAA, University of Technology in Ma-
laysia and the Ministry of Culture, Youth and Sports.
This search for a Malaysian identity in architecture 
arose from the confluence of a number of diverse fac-
tors.  Firstly, it was about Mahathir Mohammad, Prime 
Minister of Malaysia who came to power in 1981,  ex-
ploiting architecture’s potential for the “visible poli-
tics”75  of expressing Malay/Islamic nationalism under 
his peculiar brand of “authoritarian populism.”76  For 
“visible politics” to work, immediately recognizable 
exterior forms using ethnic and religious “symbols” 
were especially appealing to the politicians.77 Mahathir 
was quoted as saying: “There should be no reason why 
a skyscraper should not have a roof which reflects our 
national identity. Many elements of Malaysian art can 
be incorporated into any modern building.”78  Sec-
ondly, the phenomenal regional economic growth 
starting in the 1980s, has led to increasing self-
confidence and rising self-awareness of Southeast 
Asian countries such as Malaysia, Thailand and Singa-
pore. With the economists predicting the 21st century 
as the “Asia-Pacific Century,” rapid economic expan-
sion provided Southeast Asian countries an impetus to 
assert difference from the hegemonic “West,” which 
could be seen as representing “a wished-for resistance 
to modernity and modernism and a peculiarly colonial 
and post-colonial form of redemption.”79  Thirdly, as 
discussed earlier, there was pervasive disenchantment 
with the paradigm of  development and the associated 
International style modern architecture. 
One of the earliest manifestations of Mahathir’s 
“visible politics” is the Bumiputra Bank completed in 
1980 by Kumpulan Akitek. It was “hailed as a pioneer 
in the emerging postmodern search for a Malaysian 
identity in the 1980s.”80  In this project,  a high-rise 
International Style office tower is  juxtaposed with a 
low-rise banking hall, articulated as a blown-up version 
of “traditional” Malay house (Figure 7). The Putra 
World Trade Center, completed in 1985 and designed 
by the same architect,  is another project with similar 
awkward juxtaposition of an over-sized “traditional” 
Malay house with an International Style office tower. 
(Figure 8) Both simulations of “traditional” Malay 
architecture are based on superficial similarity in exte-
rior form, ignoring the difference in tectonics.81  Be-
sides the reference to ethnic traditional architecture, 
the other tendency of “visible politics” is to appropri-
ate religious references. Dayabumi Complex (Figure 
9) completed in 1984 by MAA and BEP Akitek and 
Tubang Haji Building completed in 1986 by Hijjas  
Kasturi Associates are two early examples of high-rise 
buildings with Islamic references.82 For the Dayabumi 
complex, the sun-shading grilles and the plan of the 
office tower are derived from Islamic geometrical mo-
tifs, 83 while the five massive columns84 on the exterior 
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of the Tubang Haji building allude to the five pillars of 
faith in Islam. 85 The latest manifestations of Mahathir’s 
“visible politics,” albeit on a much grander scale, such 
as the mega-projects of  Petronas Towers and Putrajaya 
(Figure 10), perhaps show the ascendancy of the mobi-
lization of “Islamic forms” over that of the use of “eth-
nic symbols” in the representation of Malaysian iden-
tity in architecture. 
Be it the use of “ethnic symbols” or the application of 
“Islamic forms,” the types of architecture produced 
under Mahathir’s “visible politics” are considered by 
modernist architectural critics, such as Kenneth 
Frampton, as forms of “Populism… [that] function as a 
communicative or instrumental sign.”86  Frampton’s 
“Populism” refers to architectural “Postmodernism”87 
that has pervaded global architectural production, in-
cluding those in Southeast Asian cities,  since the 
1980s. According to Mohammed Arkoun, the chief 
ideologue of AKAA discourses, “Postmodernism” has 
reduced traditional religious and ethnic symbols to 
“mere signals…[that] have lost all their old symbolic 
value in the contemporary design environment.”88  
Thus, the onslaught of “Postmodernism” led a critic to 
describe a Southeast Asian city as becoming the “play-
ground… for pastichers, those who are producing 
wholesale imitations of Western [and local traditional] 
architectural styles for public consumption.”89 Under-
neath these criticisms was the perception that “Post-
modernism” was countering certain deeply entrenched 
tenets of design in modernism,  such as the honesty of 
architectural expression in function,  structure and 
construction; and abstract language of  architectural 
expression,  devoid of explicit ornamentation. Hence, 
“Postmodernism” was deemed superficial and skin-
deep because it produced scenographic effects instead 
of tectonics innovation, 90 and it was based on imitation 
of ornamental “traditional” forms (pastiches) instead 
of interpretation of spatial and formal principles.91 
Similar perceptions were shared by many Malaysian 
architects92 and some of them derided the architects 
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Left: Figure 7. Exterior view of Bumiputra Bank. The “traditional” styled building is the banking hall while the International-style high 
rise behind is the office tower (Source: Author’s photograph) Right: Figure 8. Exterior view of the conference Hall of Putra World 
Trade Centre. (Source: Author’s photograph)
Figure 9. 
Exterior view 
of Dayabumi 
Complex. 
(Source: 
Author’s 
photograph)
practicing “Postmodernism” as “tarting up” their 
designs.93 
Moreover, the Malaysian architects felt that the 
autonomy of their profession, especially with regard to 
their design expertise, often idealized as  a creative act 
unfettered by politics,  was threatened by Mahathir’s 
“visible politics” and the possible imposition of a par-
ticular style of architecture as Malaysian identity.  In his 
status paper presented at the Seminar on National 
Identity in Art and Architecture,  the president of  PAM 
was emphatic that:
an architect is an individualist in his mental and 
creative thinking which needs to be flexible to meet 
the conflicting demands. Therefore, the pre-
determined concepts of planning, or form styles or 
shapes are totally inappropriate to his nature, train-
ing and make-up and he cannot be dictated to create 
pre-conceived national styles and still come up with 
good architecture.94
It is therefore not surprising that one of the re-
sponses of PAM to the politicians’ call for Malaysian 
architectural identity was to initiate an Annual Dis-
course on Design from 1983. The pronounced purpose 
of organizing a public forum for discussing Design was 
to reinvigorate Design with a capital ‘D’– the “raison 
d’etre… [and] the very basis of [the] profession”95  of 
architects– so that the Malaysian architect could “at-
tempt to improve the quality of architecture and be less 
so dictated by whatever powers that be (Dollars and 
Politics).”96
Other than threatening the tenets of modernist de-
sign and the autonomy of the profession, the applica-
tion of ethnic and religious specific signs and the un-
derlying Malay/Islamic nationalism of Mahathir’s 
“visible politics” was perceived to be inappropriate for 
the multi-racial, multi-cultural society of  Malaysia.  For 
the profession of architecture, within which many ar-
chitects are Chinese, the “implied ethnic [and relig-
ious] sectarianism” is “dangerous because it inadver-
tently exacerbates ethnic cleavages that lie just below 
the surface of new-state cultures.”97  Even if the prob-
lems of Mahathir’s ethnic politics in multi-racial Malay-
sia are disregarded, another problematic aspect of the 
expression of Malaysian identity in architecture would 
surface– should the identity be ethnic-based (through 
the use of “ethnic symbols”) or religion-based 
(through the use of “Pan-Islamic clichés”)? This is not 
an easily resolved question because “Malayness rests 
on three arches referred to locally as agama, bahasa dan 
rajah, literally religion/Islam, language/Malay and 
royalty/sultans.”98  Even if this question could be re-
solved, there are further complications, such as “What 
exactly constitutes an Islamic architecture?” and the 
relevance of “Islamic forms” to Malaysia. A writer 
noted,  “an Uzbek muqarna or an Iranian iwan do not 
spell ‘Malaysian’ any more than a deconstructivist LRT 
station or a pseudo-Egyptian shopping mall.”99 He has 
perhaps noted the use of different Islamic motifs is not 
unrelated to the logic of  “postmodernism” and the 
proliferation of different architectural styles in late-
capitalism. The problematic “traditions” implicit in 
Mahathir’s visible politics  contributed to the shift in 
locating identity from within the national context to 
that of the broader regional context of “tropical Asian 
countries.”100  Instead of referring to problematic eth-
nic and religious “traditions,” the regional identity 
would be based on the “more intrinsic design agenda… 
[of] the environment itself.”101  Hence, the regional 
identity would be located in “tropical architecture,” 
one which is derived from the environment of the rede-
fined imaginary boundaries of the tropics. 
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Figure 10. 
Alignment of 
State and 
Religion: View 
of power 
center in 
Putrajaya with 
the Prime 
Minister’s 
Office to the 
right (with 
Green Dome) 
and the Putra 
Mosque to the 
left (with Pink 
Dome) 
(Source: 
Author’s 
photograph)
Regionalism
Besides the aforementioned problems of appropriat-
ing “traditions” and imposing selective ethnic and 
religious identities in Malaysia’s context, the shift from 
locating identity in the national context to the broader 
regional context should also be attributed to the dis-
semination of the discourses of regionalism in AKAA 
contexts.  Following the 1983 AKAA regional seminar 
on “Architecture and Identity” held in Kuala Lumpur 
was the 1985 AKAA regional seminar on “Regionalism 
in Architecture” held in Dhaka,  Bangladesh. In Suha 
Özkan’s introduction to the 1985 seminar, he noted, 
“[I]t is very difficult to talk about identity without go-
ing into regionalism. A geographical region defines 
many aspects of society both culturally and 
environmentally.”102  By associating the problems of 
identity formation in the developing world with the 
regionalism discourse disseminating from the West, 
Özkan inadvertently weakens the socio-political di-
mensions of the debate of modernization and quest for 
identity in the developing world with a discourse for-
mulated for the developed world and responding to its 
own particular set of problems.103  The discourse of 
critical regionalism, as expounded by historians/
theorists from the West such as Kenneth Frampton 
and William Curtis (both of  whom were participants at 
the 1985 seminar) is purportedly a form of resistance 
against both the superficial historicism of architectural 
postmodernism and the placeless homogenizing ten-
dencies of International Style architecture, with an 
underlying objective to resuscitate modern architec-
ture from its supposed bankruptcy. As such, the dis-
courses of critical regionalism emphasize the search for 
“deeper lessons of order,”104  privileging “indigenous 
archetypes” against “national stereotypes,” “tecton-
ics” against “scenography,” “transformation” against 
“transfer,”… etc. 
However, as Curtis admitted, “’Region’ is at best a 
hazy notion. It may refer to the distribution of racial or 
ethnic groups; to common geographical or climatic 
features; to political boundaries de-limiting a tribe or 
some other federation…”105  Hence, the discourses of 
critical regionalism cannot but be general and abstract, 
resorting to vague statements and familiar categories 
such as “regionalism is a restorative philosophy in fa-
vour of supposed harmony between people,  their arti-
facts  and nature.”106  It also appears that the discourses 
of regionalism seek to overplay the role of geography 
in determining architecture and underplay other com-
plex religious and political forces. For instance,  Curtis 
insisted that regionalism in Islamic countries “identi-
fies many of the most relevant patterns for dealing with 
climate, local material and geography in epochs before 
the arrival of Islam.”[my emphasis]107  In the quest for 
“deeper” order, certain patterns are idealized and im-
bued with timeless qualities  while others are rendered 
as inhibitive obstacles that should be discarded.
As one of the most abstract qualities, “nature” would 
emerge to serve as the common denominator for di-
verse “traditions” within the rather undefined region. 
“Nature” is also adequately vague to accommodate a 
variety of different approaches and conceal larger igno-
rance about the socio-cultural and political specificities 
of a locale.  Hence, the loaded symbolism of Charles 
Correa’s later works, which are infused with “Indian” 
mysticism, was simply construed by Curtis as  the mod-
ernist “form-follows-climate” approach, and:
is based on the consistent strategies directed at the 
outdoor room, the ambiguous edge, the shaded 
platform, the meandering route and so on. In other 
words he has tried to work out a viable modern 
language that draws upon the past eras without 
mimicking them. More than that Correa had to 
adapt his solutions to the wide range of Indian cli-
mate, from the dry heat of the north to the damp 
tropical conditions of the south.108
Similarly, when Geoffrey Bawa was presented the 
AKAA’s prestigious “Chairman’s Award” in 2001,  he 
was singled out particularly for being an exponent of 
“an architecture that is environmentally in harmony 
with tropical contexts... [and] in creating an architec-
tural language that is fully integrated with its site and 
place.”109  “Nature,” in the form of climate, local re-
sources and site conditions, gains prominence in the 
discourses of regionalism. 
Based on abstractions and board generalizations, the 
region in the discourse of regionalism has fluid 
boundaries that could be easily be configured and re-
configured to serve different constellations of alliances 
as it is  not difficult to locate some level of commonali-
ties even between very dissimilar entities. This  fluidity 
of regional boundaries has been mobilized by Malaysia 
and Singapore architects,  such as Tay Kheng Soon and 
Ken Yeang, to (re)imagine a regional tropical architec-
ture and city. As Abidin Kusno noted elsewhere, this 
tropical imagining is “an abstraction of ‘people,’ 
Jiat-Hwee Chang
Volume 7, Issue 1, Spring 2007  13
‘Asian’ and ‘independent identity’ and a reference to a 
translocal pan-Asian environment that is deprived of 
any localized cultural categories.”110  Recently, tropical 
regionalism was again reconfigured by Alexander Tzo-
nis, the historian/theorist who first coined the term 
“critical regionalism,” to include “representatives as 
varied as possible from the subregions of overall tropi-
cal regions.”111  Although Tzonis claimed tropical criti-
cal regionalism as an emancipatory form of architec-
tural identity that resists the hegemony of the Interna-
tional style modern architecture, he actually evoked the 
colonial hegemonic construction of the tropics, citing 
Anthony King’s work on the British colonial bungalow 
while remaining silent on the fact that the bungalow 
was a product of socio-cultural and political practices 
of colonialism, which embedded the asymmetrical 
power-relations between the colonizer and the colo-
nized. When I raised the problem of “the tropics” as 
being too diverse and heterogeneous and overly unde-
fined to be useful in the articulation of any form of 
common identity with Jimmy Lim and Tay Kheng 
Soon, prominent architects in Singapore and Malaysia, 
they acknowledged that problem and in turn counter-
proposed modified, but in my opinion equally prob-
lematic, regional formulations. One proposed “Asian 
tropical architecture” while the other suggested “equa-
torial architecture.”112  It appears to me that they are 
primarily interested in going beyond the confines of 
the modern nation-state, and its concomitant politics, 
by formulating a supranational identity, but they are 
not too concerned with the validity of their regional 
configuration. 
Austronesian Architecture
Other than the discourse of (critical) regionalism, 
another key influence in the imaginings of  a transna-
tional region in Southeast Asia during the 1980s is the 
discourse of Austronesia. Based on linguistic recon-
struction and archaeological evidence, scholars have 
been able to trace the Austronesian seafaring migration 
that might have started as early as 5,000-6,000 years 
ago from coastal south China via Taiwan. Austronesia 
refers to the broad region that stretches from island 
Southeast Asia, such as present day Malaysia, Indone-
sia, and the Philippines, to places further afield, such as 
the Pacific islands and even Madagascar, which came to 
share common biological, linguistic and cultural char-
acteristics because of maritime migration.113  Architec-
tural historians and theorists were undoubtedly influ-
enced by this discourse. Accordingly, some of them 
argue that architecturally,  the houses in the Austrone-
sian region share certain common characteristics.114 
One of them, Thai architect Sumet Jumsai, presented 
his version of Austronesian culture and architecture 
that is loosely based on the linguistic and archaeologi-
cal scholarship.115  Jumsai sees Southeast Asia as be-
longing to the larger region of Austronesia, or what he 
calls, “West Pacific.” (Figure. 11) Jumsai argues that 
underlying Austronesia is  an Austronesian culture that 
has ancient origin that precedes even the beginnings of 
the two cultural mainstreams in Asia – India and China. 
Jumsai sees Austronesian culture as constituting the 
oft-ignored third cultural mainstream that should 
rightfully coexist with those of India and China.116 By 
suggesting the greater continuity from prehistoric 
antecedents to modern Southeast Asia, Jumsai’s  con-
struction of Austronesian culture helps elevate South-
east Asia from the shadows of the two major civiliza-
tions of China and India that purportedly shaped its 
civilization. Not only is Southeast Asia no longer a 
backward appendage to the more advanced cultures of 
India and China, Jumsai’s construction also provides a 
unifying historical origin to the culturally diverse, 
vaguely defined and only recently invented Southeast 
Asia117  and accordingly, the basis for a new regional 
imagining for architects in Southeast Asia. 
The prehistoric unifying origin of Austronesia could 
be located in “nature” and geography. For Sumet 
Jumsai, the Austronesian culture is a water-based cul-
ture as shaped by the geography of the coastlines, is-
lands and archipelagos of  the Austronesian region. 
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Figure 11. 
Sumet Jumsai’s 
sketch of 
Austronesia 
and West 
Pacific (Source: 
Sumet Jumsai, 
“The West 
Pacific Region 
versus Punk 
Architecture.” 
Redrawn by 
author )
Similarly, the aquatic and semi-aquatic architecture of 
the “house on stilts”118  that characterized the Aus-
tronesian region is deemed to be a natural outcome of 
environmental factors. According to Jumsai, this geo-
graphical instinct of the water-based culture is  tran-
scendental, 
In West Pacific, particularly in Southeast Asia, we 
are linked by this instinct, which transcends the 
later religious and cultural cross-currents, an in-
stinct which originates from that point in time when 
our habitats were water-bound. [my emphasis]119 
On hearing Jumsai’s presentation at an AKAA con-
ference in Malaysia, prominent Singapore architect, 
Tay Kheng Soon remarked “[a]s we are more and more 
exposed to this kind of research we begin to under-
stand that we are not national entities as such, but are a 
common people in Southeast Asia; we have a certain 
distinct tradition with a distinct underlying area of 
subconscious.”120  For Tay,  the architectural identity of 
Southeast Asia is to be located in “geography and pre-
history, but not history as history is corrupted by 
politics.”[my emphasis]121 Tay explained that “geogra-
phy is the wisdom of the inhabited earth.”122 By empha-
sizing the “instinct” inherited from the prehistoric 
past, the “subconscious” that lies within and “wisdom 
of the inhabited earth,” are Jumsai  and Tay not also 
urging the Southeast Asian architect to search deep 
within his/her self  for his/her creative identity? By 
alluding that the genius of place is to be found within 
the genius of the (architect’s) self,  are Jumsai and Tay 
not also attempting to carve out an autonomous space 
for the modern Southeast 
Asian architect where 
he/she could exercise 
his/her creativity with-
out restraint? Other than 
providing a new regional 
imagining that propels 
Southeast Asia into the 
f u t u r e a s K u s n o 
claims, 123 could it be that 
the discourse of Aus-
tronesia, with its  empha-
sis on the primacy of 
“nature” and geography, 
is  also an attempt to de-
lineate for architecture 
an autonomous sphere of 
activity,  and for the architect a continual professional 
relevance and creative autonomy in the contemporary 
world? 
Salinger Residence124
The Salinger Residence (Figure 12), completed in 
1992, was awarded AKAA in 1998 during the seventh 
award cycle.  The house was designed for Dr. Haji 
Rudin Salinger, an American citizen of French and 
German descent. He first came to Malaysia as a Peace 
Corps volunteer, fell in love with the place and chose to 
return years  later, converted to Islam, married and 
settled down.  Dr. Salinger is a connoisseur of  Malay-
sian culture, having written papers on Malaysia tradi-
tional crafts such as timber woodcarving and handmade 
clay roof tiles, and Malaysian cooking and culture.125 
According to the architect, Dr. Salinger desired a “dis-
tinctively Malaysian house”126  that would serve as a 
cultural center, where he could conduct orientation 
classes for expatriates where visitors would spend a 
whole day in his house learning “[stereo]typical Malay-
sian activities such as batik making, rice grinding, 
etc.”127  Hence, the architect, Jimmy C. S.  Lim’s de-
clared intention was to reinterpret the “traditional” 
Malay house typology in order to produce a “uniquely 
Malaysian vernacular.”128  
Although the spatial conception of Salinger Resi-
dence is unmistakably modern, with the juxtaposition 
of two equilateral triangles on plan and the asymmetri-
cal interlocking angular spaces in section,129(Figure 13) 
traditional Malay architecture is evoked through the 
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Figure 12. 
Exterior view of 
Salinger House 
(Source: Robert 
Powell, Tropical 
Asian House)
association of the spaces in Salinger with traditional 
building components and the quest for “authenticity” 
through the faithful use of traditional crafts and the 
strict adherence to traditional rituals. For example,  the 
verandah is associated with the traditional Malay 
House’s anjung (entry porch) and the roof over the 
verandah is related to the waqaf, which is “a gift of 
money that is translated into a physical structure to 
provide shade for men working in the rice fields.”130 
The constructional method and process is especially 
unusual in contemporary suburban Malaysia in its 
faithful compliance with vanishing traditional tech-
niques and rituals. In contrast to the standard industry 
practice of employing contractors using low-cost, un-
skilled and young laborers, a team of craftsmen from 
the Malay heartland of east coast Malaysia, all of  whom 
were over 60 years of age, was employed by the client 
to build Salinger Residence.  The team was led by Ibra-
him Adam, whose physical disabilities of  being blinded 
in one eye and having no right hand actually empha-
sized his ingenuity. They employed laborious tradi-
tional building techniques, where timber members are 
held together by traditional joinery and wooden pegs 
(tebuk pasak) without the use of nails or bolts. The 
original details by the architect which were designed 
using metal fittings were changed to suit the traditional 
construction techniques, in consultation with the 
craftsmen.131  The conveniences of  modern machinery 
were irrelevant as a portable cement mixer was the only 
machinery employed and all the timber members were 
lifted into place by a system of pulleys and hoists. Tra-
ditional building customs of a bygone era were ob-
served, for example, the timber used for the construc-
tion of the house came from trees personally selected 
by the craftsmen from the east coast states  of Treng-
ganu and Kelantan; the clay roof tiles were hand-made 
by craftsman from the east coast; and at the raising of 
the Tiang Seri (first column), Surat Yassine from the 
heart of the Qur’an and Doa’a Salamat were read by a 
religious teacher. These different factors perhaps ac-
count for the unusually lengthy period (by Malaysian 
standards) of six and a half years taken to complete the 
construction. 
Despite the apparent reverence for tradition, Jimmy 
Lim chose to (re)present the basis of his reinterpreta-
tion of the elements of traditional Malay House using 
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Figure 13. 
Plans and 
Section of 
Salinger House 
(Source: Robert 
Powell, Tropical 
Asian House)
the justificatory structure of “ecologically sustainable 
principles,” claiming that building with “minimum 
impact upon the environment” was “one of the driving 
forces in designing.”132  Hence, the elevation of the 
house on stilts and its location on the highest point of 
the site was rationalized as to take advantage of the 
prevailing winds for cross ventilation and natural cool-
ing, and reduce water run-off during the monsoon 
seasons. Like the previous example of  Tanjong Jara 
Hotel, architectural features such as the porous walls 
and the deep overhangs were rationalized in terms of 
facilitating ventilation and providing shade and protec-
tion from the heavy tropical monsoon rain. The choice 
of tropical hardwood as the main construction material 
was cited as a “renewable resource,” a fact not uncon-
troversial,133  and considered as an ecological building 
material that has lower embodied energy than other 
common construction materials such as concrete and 
steel by the technical reviewer.134 However, there is  no 
mention or discussion as to what constitutes a 
“uniquely Malaysian vernacular” and how the Salinger 
Residence is a “distinctively Malaysian House” as Lim 
claimed in his submission for the award. Instead, when 
the question of a Malaysian architectural identity was 
raised during my interview with Lim, he deflected the 
question with vague notions about how he managed to 
“rediscover” himself and “understand ourselves” 
through shutting himself off from overseas influences 
when he first returned to Malaysia in 1972 after spend-
ing more than a decade in Australia.135 This emphasis 
on self is  not different from the earlier emphasis on 
“instinct,” “subconsciouness” and “wis-
dom of the inhabited earth” in the Aus-
tronesia discourse. Through the confla-
tion of the two selves – himself (Lim) 
and ourselves (the citizens of Malaysia) 
– Lim draws a parallel between his own 
self-discovery and the search for Malay-
sian architectural identity.  By re-
centering the role of  the creative archi-
tect and the individual genius in the 
question of a Malaysian architectural 
identity,  Lim could afford to avoid any 
discussion of ethnicity and nationalism 
in spite of  his desire to create a “Malay-
sian vernacular.” Instead, Lim empha-
sized on the need to “reinterpret these 
elements [of traditional Malaysian ar-
chitecture] in the modern context”136  
and designing according to the “ecological sustainable 
principles.” Even though the craftsmen, their tech-
niques and the building material originated from the 
Malay heartland of east coast Malaysia, Lim’s “Malay-
sian” architecture (not “Malay” architecture) is an 
abstract,  unbounded notion, part of the “wisdom of the 
inhabited earth” gleaned from the larger regional geo-
graphical imaginings of the “tropics” and “Austrone-
sia.”
(De)valuing Nature: Traditions, 
Nature and the Stigmata of 
Capitalism
During my visit to Trengganu in 2000, I discovered 
that Rantau Abang Visitor Center had closed down, the 
structures had been abandoned and “nature” had re-
claimed the ruinous structures. The so-called Eco-
tourism there proved to be unsustainable. The num-
bers of leatherback turtles in Rantau Abang Beach have 
declined to an extent of near extinction and tourist 
numbers too have dwindled.137 Tanjong Jara Hotel too 
has changed. The management has changed hands and 
the hotel was extensively refurbished. It appeared that 
the timber structures, especially those at the base in 
contact with the ground and water,  might have deterio-
rated badly as  the new structures were designed with 
masonry bases (Figure 14). Similarly, when I visited 
Jimmy Lim in August 2004, I was told that the Salin-
gers had sold their residence and it is no longer serving 
as a “Malay cultural center.” When I asked Lim for 
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Figure 14. 
View of the 
New Tanjong 
Jara Hotel 
(Source: 
Tanjong Jara 
Hotel official 
website)
directions to visit the Salinger Residence, he was eva-
sive, claiming that the neighborhood had changed be-
yond even his recognition and dissuaded me from go-
ing there. Instead, Lim drove me around Kuala Lum-
pur to view other well-maintained houses he designed. 
I subsequently found out from a former student of 
mine who visited the Salinger Residence in 2002 that 
the house has  weathered badly and was in a dire condi-
tion – the timber structures were decolorized and 
stained with algae and many of them have hairline 
cracks (Figure 15). 138 
One might argue that the fates of the case stud-
ies are merely isolated instances and not repre-
sentative of  any larger phenomenon. However, 
I argue that their fates are not unrelated to the 
manner in which “nature” and “traditions” 
were constructed and valued. Although the case 
studies were all exquisitely designed and 
crafted architectural objects, their “traditions” 
were not traditional and their “nature” was not 
natural but constructed by and complicit with 
the hegemonic logic of the capital. In these 
projects, both “traditions” and “nature” were 
valued on monetary terms and constructed as 
commodities for consumption. Sustainable 
development only serves as another guise for the 
reproduction of capitalist logic of development. 
Hence, these commodified hyperreal “traditions” and 
“natures” are subjected to the ever-updating fashion of 
consumption trends, and the constant “creative” de-
struction of the capitalist mode of (re)production. 
When the commodities outlive their “shelf life” or 
need to be re-thematized to extend their “shelf life” in 
the marketplace, “nature” and “tradition” would nec-
essarily have to be re/de-constructed re/de-valued.
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Figure 15. 
2002 view of 
Salinger 
Residence 
(Source: Janita 
Han)
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